MINUTES
MARCH 8, 2021
WORK SESSION
STEPHENS COUNTY BOARD OF COMMISSIONERS

TOCCOA-STEPHENS COUNTY AIRPORT CONFERENCE ROOM

PRESENT FOR MEETING: Chairman Michelle Ivester, Commissioners Debbie Whitlock. James

Addison, Dennis Bell, County Clerk Beth Rider; County Administrator Phyllis Ayers; County Attorney
Brian Ranck by phone

REGULAR MEETING
Chairman Ivester called the regular meeting to order at 3:16 a.m.

I. AGENDA

1. DISCUSSION OF AMENDMENTS TO THE STEPHENS COUNTY BOARD OF REGISTRATIONS
AND ELECTIONS; CREATION HOUSE BILL NO. 457 i &)d’tih ;,ﬂ “n

Ms. Ayers stated at the annual planning session you asked me to get as many as we could from other
counties with our population and you have Dawson, Franklin, White, Lumpkin, Jackson, Butts and
Pierce Counties. Ms. Avers stated we will open the floor for discussion.

Ms. Ayers stated Commissioner Scarborough had sent in his points earlier and Chairman Ivester asked
for Ms. Ayers to read his comments. Ms. Ayers stated Commissioner Scarborough liked Jackson and
White Counties and Franklin County’s page three, section 12. The wording of the Supervisor of
Elections position. He commented that he would like to keep it as simple and uncomplicated as possible.
Commissioner Scarborough requested for the County Attorney to write it that way so that future
commissioners do not have to deal with the things they have dealt with and the Administrator is in total
control of the staff position. Commissioner Bell stated he liked White County’s. Commissioner Addison
stated Jackson County’s is very similar. Ms. Ayers stated Jackson County did not send their resolution,
they just stated the meat of what we want to change. Mr. Ranck stated that will be a question for the
commissioners and will need to know if the commissioners want the whole replacement or certain
sections of the act. Ms. Ayers stated Mr. Ranck is asking if you want to amend certain sections or do
you want a whole new resolution. Commissioner Bell stated he would be for a new resolution.
Commissioner Whitlock stated she would be too. Mr. Ranck stated he would get a footing on where we
would be time wise and how it will play out. Mr. Ranck stated whatever you do now will not effect this
current replacement for Eureka Gober and wanted to make that clear. There are reasons and pressure to
get this done as quickly as possible and these changes need to be done and sent to our state legislators to
get this moving. Mr. Ranck stated the reality is as long as it is adopted this session or next session it will
be in place for the next permanent Registrar that is appointed; we will be fine either way whether it is
passed this year or next year. Chairman Ivester stated if we change it next year after we hire the new one
will they fall under the new legislation that is passed at that point. Mr. Ranck stated whoever Judge
Smith appoints now will operate under the current local act because the changes will not be in place to
govern that; the appointment will expire December 31, 2022 and the new appointment will be done
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according to whatever you put in place now. Mr. Ranck stated the removal process if that needs to be
done in the future would be done according to what you are doing now, it would not affect the current
appointment. Ms. Ayers stated she would think once it is passed in January then the current person
would; however you want it done in January. If we move to a five member board and this passes this
year then in January it would move to a five member board. Mr. Ranck stated that is correct for the
removal process or for changes and he stated he is talking about the appointment process as it stands
now. Ms. Ayers stated we understand that. Commissioner Bell stated if we are going to get something
for this year we have to get it done because crossover is today and they will have three or four days they
can go in and do what they need to do to get it to the House, a lot of counties are doing this. Mr. Ranck
stated is there a consensus of the board to make the Chief Registrar an at will employee under the
umbrella of the County Administrator. Commissioners Bell, Ivester and Addison stated they were for it.
Commissioner Whitlock stated she was of the opinion we need to let the Board of Elections take care of
the Registrar in her daily activities and we will deal with the budget. Commissioner Whitlock stated why
do we have to be the ones to supervise her and why would anyone want that given everything that has
happened; that is more work for the Administrator let them have it. Mr. Ranck stated he agrees with her,
the only problem as you will see in most of these examples, the Chief is the chair person for that board
and it is not structured as much where the board oversees the chair. Commissioner Whitlock stated the
Chief should deal with that. Mr. Ranck stated in talking about the Chief, Eurcka Gober was the Chief
Registrar; if this board wants to set up a five member Board of Elections and have them manage the
Chief from and HR standpoint you certainly could do that. Commissioner Whitlock stated she would
love to do that. Ms. Ayers stated she and Commissioner Whitlock have talked about this and asked Mr.
Ranck to say what he thinks; just in talking to some other counties it is hard to find five people that is
going to get paid $50.00 a quarter that wants it on their back. The performance evaluation and being a
supervisor over an employee that is something to think about, it is hard to get people to serve and a
pretty tall order for someone to barely make nothing but yet in charge of an employee. Commissioner
Bell stated the biggest thing to look at is making sure it is right and make sure we have an experienced
HR person that knows how to handle these issues. We may have some people on this five member board
if we go 1o a five member board that may not know how to handle these issues. Chairman Ivester stated
they may not know how to handle elections either. Commissioner Bell stated Phyllis has been around
this and knows what she is doing. Ms. Ayers stated you need to think about long term; obviously nobody
wants an extra department or an extra thing to deal with but you need to make your decision long term
for the county and the citizens. Ms. Ayers stated you need to make the decision as if she were not here
and what is best going forward. Mr. Ranck stated you need to keep in mind you have to find four willing
and educated folks to serve on that board in addition to the Chief. The Chief is the one who is
responsible for operating the Elections office on a day to day basis that will be the person who most
understands elections. Mr. Ranck stated it is putting the review process to some level in the hands of
folks who are not as up to speed on elections or how the office needs to be run. Mr. Ranck stated one
concern is the level of training the four members would have as compared to the Chief, whether they are
in a position to really be able to monitor that position from an HR standpoint. Commissioner Whitlock
stated the most important thing to me is how 1o address removal and who is overseeing the Chief
Registrar; the rest of it is what it is. Commissioner Whitlock stated three or five board members, five
would be better and we really need to get something done. We have Phyllis overseeing a Chief
Registrar, there was a provision for removal and we couldn’t do anything and our hands were tied and
we need to get that resolved; whether the Board of Elections oversees the Chief Registrar or our HR
Department handles it. Mr. Ranck stated it is safe to say we want to get out of the framework of the
Judge and the statutory removal process; it will either be the Board of Commissioners or the Board of
Elections and that sounds like a consensus. Mr. Ranck stated if it is, that would be the first decision that
has to be made. Ms. Ayers asked the board to think about making a decision if the Chief Registrar
should be able to vote on matters with the Board of Elections. Commissioner Bell stated no unless itis a
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tie. Ms. Ayers stated as it is now Eureka Gober could vote because she is the Chair of the board when
they have a motion, she was able to vote because she was a member of the board. Mr, Ranck stated he
would think you would still want them a member of the board. Ms. Ayers stated she wouldn’t, she
would have an odd number that is the board and the Registrar would not have voting rights. Chairman
Ivester stated she never understood why the Registrar would have voting rights. Commissioner Whitlock
stated she was for the Registrar not being a member of the board, are we in agreement. Commissioners
Addison. Bell and Ivester stated yes. Commissioner Whitlock stated she did not care what the other
counties are doing, the main issue is we need to clear up number one; do we want the Registrar to be a
member of the board. we all agree no, Ms. Ayers stated we got that. Mr. Ranck stated you will have to
change the number and composition of the board now as well. Ms. Ayers stated you will have to have an
odd number. Commissioner Whitlock stated then we need to have a five member board. Chairman
Ivester stated she would get one from each Party and three At Large; that takes the politics out. Mr.
Ranck stated the Registrar is not a member of the board and does not vote; they are an employee who
runs the office. Ms. Ayers stated yes, White County’s is the Election Supervisor, is not a member of the
Board of Elections and is considered a county employee for the purpose of pay, benefits, sick leave,
vacation and termination of employment and other purposes. Mr. Ranck stated White County puts it
under your umbrella. Ms. Avers stated yes, White County has the Election Supervisor under the
direction of the County Manager, the Voter Registrar and other staff serve under the Elections
Supervisor; that would be your poll workers and part-time workers. Commissioner Whitlock stated it 1s
sounding like you want the County Manager to do it; she would rather have the Board of Elections do it
and be out of it. Ms. Ayers stated you need to make the best decision for the county. Commissioner
Whitlock stated we have to have a more civil removal process where someone has the authority to
remove for cause. Ms. Ayers stated if they are under the County Manager, the annual performance
reviews will come from the County Administrator and any write ups come from the County
Administrator and removal will be how we treat all department heads which is a recommendation to the
board, Commissioner Addison stated their five member board, who will be responsible for them and
how do you pick who is in charge. Chairman Ivester stated we would pick the board. Ms. Ayers stated
you would pick the board and they would have to have bylaws and vote themselves a Chairman and
Vice-Chairman. Commissioner Addison stated he had read where some of theses the person in charge
would be the Party that won their Governor's race, are we getting into that. Commissioner Whitlock
stated no, that is wrong. Mr. Ranck stated we will look at White County’s bylaws if we are going to
model their language; he stated he would assume the five member board would vote their own Chair like
this board does. Ms. Ayers stated we scratched that language because like Pierce County a lot of people
still have the language that the political parties with the highest number of votes and the most recent
election of the Governor. Mr. Ranck stated do we want to do the Governor or Presidential race, it does
not make a difference. Commissioner Whitlock stated the Governor’s would be better because it is local.
Commissioners Bell and Addison both agreed Governor’s race. Mr. Ranck stated some of the reasons
this boards hands were tied with the prior Chief made it where you had little ability to handle some of
these issues from an HR standpoint and things would have been done, it just took longer to get to the
point we are now. Mr. Ranck stated if you put it under the umbrella of the County Administrator those
issues would go away for sure. Mr. Ranck stated he would suggest the County Administrator do the HR
with maybe some consultation and some language added from recommendation of the Board of
Elections. Commissioner Whitlock asked they will be an at will employee. Ms. Ayers stated yes, and
you are right the Board of Elections would have to weigh in that takes your Superior Court Judge out of
it, Mr. Ranck asked how about removal of board members that are not Chiefs. Ms. Ayers stated that is a
good point too. Mr. Ranck stated right now they all fall under the Judge in the code section which is
removal for cause, it might make more sense to keep that as is or look at what White County has done.
Mr. Ranck stated the Chiefs are no longer going to be part of that board, you are actually hiring and
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firing a county employee and there has to be some mechanism for removal of an actual board member.
Mr. Ranck stated you may want to model what White County has done or keep it under the Georgia
Code. Commissioner Addison stated will this board be responsible for elections night or will they be
like what we have now. Chairman Ivester stated they should be the ones counting the votes.
Commissioner Whitlock stated it says administer and supervise the Elections Supervisor that gives the
Elections Supervisor a lot to work with and do: they would still fall under Phyllis if they are not doing
their job that is White County. Ms. Ayers stated your Board of Elections job would be to oversee the
election process. Commissioner Whitlock stated are we wanting to do that with the Election Supervisor,
then they would be a county employee, we don’t do that now. Ms. Ayers stated no, we just have the
Registrar, do you want an Election Supervisor and a Registrar, Chairman Ivester stated no.
Commissioner Whitlock stated she wanted to be clear, you talked about the Board of Elections having a
part in the removal, if you are treating them like an employee what say would they have. Ms. Ayers
stated when you do their performance review at the end of the year, you ask them to weigh in good or
bad on this person. Commissioner Whitlock asked how do you do that with other employees now. Ms.
Ayers stated it is just her and the department heads, they don’t have a board. Mr. Ranck suggested the
language would be the Administrator will do the performance review of the Election Supervisor with
consultation of the Elections Board. Commissioner Addison stated thev could get a bad review and it not
be their fauli. Ms. Ayers stated you have to rely on your County Manager that knows when to weed out
what is true and not true. Commissioner Addison stated you will not be doing this the rest of your life
and we have to make sure we are looking out for the next one. Commissioner Whitlock stated whoever
replaces her knows that is their job, it is just adding another person. Mr. Ranck stated it will be the same
as the Chief you have now it will just be called a Supervisor. Ms. Ayers stated you don’t have to change
the name just the way they operate, position can still be the Chief Registrar. Mr. Ranck stated by law
someone has to be designated as the Chief Registrar. Ms. Ayers stated this process if we go this route,
Judge Smith has nothing to do with this process. Commissioner Whitlock stated she didn’t understand
why they set it up this way to begin with. Mr. Ranck stated he has read up on this a good bit and it
removes the political aspect of it from the elected official not making preferences; the assumption is the
Judge is going to be impartial and not a political character. Ms. Ayers stated Democrats and Republican
Parties come to you, the other three would come At Large to you, Commissioner Addison stated those
five people are the boss to our Registrar and we have nothing to do with the Registrar, no control. Ms.
Ayers stated no, we will have complete control over the Registrar, they will have a board but answer to
the County Manager. Mr. Ranck stated the Registrar will be an at will employee. Ms. Ayers stated the
Registrar will not be part of that board, now the Registrar is part of the board and can vote, that has been
confusing to a lot of people. Chairman Ivester stated if we have three at large, it takes the politics out of
it and makes it easier to find three people. In the past we had to pick somebody who is an actual member
of the Republican Party or Democrat Party, there are not a lot of members. Commissioner Addison
stated those three people could be either a Republican or a Democrat if you go out and pick three and
they happen to be all Republican you have four Republican representing and that would be a fuss.
Commissioner Bell stated you have Independents and another party fixing to pop up. Chairman Ivester
stated you also have Libertarians. Mr. Ranck stated this Chief Registrar will function very similar to the
way Phyllis functions as the County Administrator, they will conduct day to day operations and
administer the policy of the Elections Board. Mr. Ranck stated we have how we will treat it from an HR
standpoint, let’s look at White County and get that brought together and change anything that needs to
be changed and work with what we decided and move forward. Ms. Ayers stated we can get White
County and add to the agenda and make the comments we agreed upon. Mr. Ranck stated let’s get White
County’s on the agenda and authorize staff to move forward with local legislation following White
County. Mr. Ranck stated it will still have to come back before them with precise language and precise
resolution, we may have to call a special meeting. Ms. Ayers stated when we talk about modeling it after
White County we need to mention these points. The Chief Registrar is not a member of the Board of
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Elections, five member board, follow the Governor’s race and the Chief Registrar reports to the County
Administrator.

I1. EXECUTIVE SESSION — REAL ESTATE

A motion was made by Commissioner Bell, seconded by Commissioner Whitlock to enter into executive
session at 4:03 p.m. Motion carried unanimously.

A motion was made by Commissioner Bell, seconded by Commissioner Addison to reconvene regular
meeting at 4:07 p.m. Motion carried unanimously

Chairman Ivester discussed the sensory playground and the addition of adult exercise equipment at the
Recreation Department.

Ms. Ayers discussed the purchase of an ambulance from Rabun County for County Fire to turn into a
service vehicle. Commissioner Bell asked that the vehicle be looked at by the Maintenance Department

at the County Road Department.

A motion was made by Commissioner Bell, seconded by Commissioner Addison to adjourn the meeting.
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Michelle Ivester, Chairman
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Beth Rider, County Clerk
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